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Biographical Information Overview of Interview: Nils Ronald (Ron) Thunman was 

born on February 26th, 1932 in Cleveland, Ohio, the son Swedish immigrants. His engineer 

father moved the family frequently until they settled in Springfield, Illinois, where Ron 

attended Springfield High School, becoming an all-state football player in his senior year. He 

spent one year at the University of Illinois before being accepted into the U.S. Naval 

Academy at Annapolis, Maryland, where he excelled, and ranking second in leadership in the 

class of 1954.        

By 1957 Thunmam commanded the USS Marysville, a small surface patrol craft. He then 

made the switch to submarines, serving as chief engineer on the USS Volador, a diesel 

powered submarine. He then made the crucial move to the new field of nuclear powered 

vessels, and began a long relationship with Hyman Rickover, who was revolutionizing the 

naval community with his push for nuclear powered craft, especially submarines. Highlights 

of Thunman’s career following that move include serving as the executive officer of the USS 

Snook from 1964-1966, command of the nuclear attack submarine USS Plunger in 1968-

1971, command of a Fleet Ballistic Submarine Squadron in Guam from 1974-1976, Director 

of Officer Development and Distribution in Washington D.C. (where he finished off the tour 

studying how to incorporate women into the navy), and commander of the submarine force 

for the U.S. Pacific Fleet. 

Admiral Thunman’s penultimate assignment was as Deputy Chief of Naval Operations 

for Submarine Warfare from 1981-1985, where he promoted the development of the 

Tomahawk missile, testified frequently in Congress, helped discover the RMS Titanic on the 

ocean floor, and worked with the young author Tom Clancy, along with a host of other 

responsibilities. His last assignment was as the Chief of Naval Education and Training from 

1985-1988, located in Pensacola, Florida. Vice Admiral Thunman retired in 1988, served for a 

time as the President of Valley Forge Academy, then moved to Springfield, Illinois in 1995. 



Subject Headings/Key Words: U.S. submarine operations during Cold War; U.S. Naval 

Academy at Annapolis; Admiral Hyman Rickover; USS Plunger (SSN 595) as commander; 

USS Snook (SSN 592); trailing Soviet submarines; USS Robert E. Lee; Chief of Naval 

Education and Training; development of Tomahawk missile; sinking of the USS Thresher; 

Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD); Deputy Chief of Naval Operations for Submarine 

Warfare; Guam refugee camp for Vietnamese; introduction of women into the U.S. Navy; 

Three-Mile Island; Bureau of Naval Personnel; women in the Navy; finding the Titanic; Tom 

Clancy; sinking of the K-141 Kursk; Valley Forge Academy; General Norman Schwarzkopf  

Note to the Reader: Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that this is a 

transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, interviewee and editor sought to 

preserve the informal, conversational style that is inherent in such historical sources. The 

Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the 

memoir, nor for the views expressed therein. We leave these for the reader to judge. 
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